Epidemiological, clinical and histopathologic characteristics of celiac disease: results of a case-finding population-based program in an Italian community.
Celiac disease (CD) is underdiagnosed mainly because of lack of awareness of its heterogeneous clinical presentation. The Center for Surveillance and Control of Celiac Disease (CCD) was set up in June 2000 in the province of Brescia, Northern Italy (1,016,426) inhabitants to enhance case-finding, to standardize diagnostic criteria and to collect epidemiological data. The CCD has prompted an educational "celiac awareness program" in the primary-care setting focusing on selective serological screening of high-risk groups, and has reviewed by standardized criteria all diagnoses made in the province since 1984. A total of 1437 CD patients have been identified by the CCD, 508 of them diagnosed after June 2000 during the 3 years of activity of the Center (M:F 2:1). Annual incidence was 0.11/1000 before and increased to 0.17/1000 during CCD activity, and this increase was greater for adult (from 0.07/1000 to 0.12/1000) than for pediatric CD (from 0.04/1000 to 0.05/1000). Mean age at diagnosis also increased from 20.2+/-17.7 years to 27.2+/-19.3 years (p<0.0001) as did the proportion of asymptomatic patients (8% versus 15%) before and during CCD activity. There was a linear trend towards increasing proportions of symptomatic patients with increasing severity of histopathologic lesions (p<0.03). Our results indicate that educational programs promoting serological screening of CD in high-risk groups are effective for case-finding in large communities, particularly among the adult population, and suggest that primary-care doctors caring for adults should be particularly targeted by "celiac awareness programs".